Clinical significance of bone marrow micrometastases in esophageal cancer.
Using the reverse transcriptase-polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR), we investigated the clinical significance of bone marrow micrometastases in patients with esophageal cancer. Bone marrow samples from 57 patients with esophageal cancer, who underwent esophagotomy, were investigated by specific RT-PCR for carcinoembryonic antigens (CEA). A total of 40 out of 57 patients (70.1%) were positive for CEA mRNA in the bone marrow. Among curatively resected cases, 34 of 50 patients (68.0%) were positive for CEA. Ten of 13 T1 patients (76.9%) were positive for CEA. Although the CEA-positive rate was high, there was no significant correlation between CEA positivity and any clinical characteristics. Among the 40 CEA-positive patients, 50% have shown recurrence so far. Detection of cancer cells in the bone marrow by RT-PCR may not always correspond to the malignant potential or other characteristics of the tumor. CEA-positive 'micrometastases' might actually represent isolated circulating tumor cells without much biological significance.